In a project-based approach to teaching a foreign language at university level, students are often required to participate in several task-based writing activities. In doing so, language learners not only write incorrect forms, but also produce correct instances of the target language, which provide both useful information on their strengths and weaknesses. There is variability in language use and such variances may be due to a large number of factors such as the task type or the conditions under which the task is carried out. However, information drawn from direct observations of learners' texts only enables inferences to be made about learners' performance. This paper argues that making a distinction between errors and mistakes, where errors represent gaps in the knowledge and mistakes occasional lapses in performance, provides a better insight into learner variability in terms of learners' ability to use their knowledge. Following an overview of the instruments used to discriminate between errors and mistakes, this paper investigates, through a case study approach, which was conducted over a three-month period of time, whether errors and/or mistakes are produced in one written task but not in another. A preliminary focus on a variety of task-based writing activities produced by one learner of French language is analysed and presented.
INTRODUCTION
Variability in a learner's endeavour to interact in a foreign language, either orally or in writing, has been widely investigated and debated in terms of deciding whether theories for interlanguage variation should support the generative distinction between competence and performance. For example, in Chomskyian views, competence is seen as a stable underlying structure non-variable as opposed to performance which reflects variation in the language use (Ellis, 1994) . While Gregg (1990) supports the idea that theories of second language acquisition should not be concerned with variation, Tarone (1983) , on the contrary, argues that variability in learners' language, either written or spoken, is "one phenomenon which must be accounted for by any theory of second-language acquisition" (p. 142). The language produced by learners in the process of second language learning or acquisition is known as interlanguage (Selinker, 1972) . In Ellis ' (1994) words, interlanguage refers "to both the internal system that a learner has constructed at a single point in time ('an interlanguage') and to the series of interconnected systems that characterise the learner's progress over time ('interlanguage' or 'the interlanguage continuum')" (p. 350). Ellis (2008) puts forward the idea that the study of variability is not simply a theory of performance, demonstrating nothing about competence, but rather it may be a theory of variable competence, where competence itself is prone to variation, or a theory of learner's capability, where capability refers to learners' ability to use their knowledge. Researchers are far from unanimous in relation to the usefulness of the competence/performance dichotomy. For example, Rothman (2007) states that the contrast is necessary to explain the acquisition process, whereas Tarone (2007) reiterates the idea that the occasionally or unsystematically affecting the performance as mistakes. The idea of making a distinction between error and mistake is far from unanimous among researchers. There are plenty of examples in the literature where the distinction between both terms is maintained, and just as many where both error and mistake are used interchangeably. Ellis (1997) , in differentiating between errors and mistakes, states that errors indicate gaps in a learner's knowledge as opposed to mistakes, which represent occasional lapses in a learner's performance. In addition, Reason (1990) defines lapses as more covert incorrect forms involving temporary failures of memory, and slips as failures occurring during the execution. Aljaafreh and Lantolf (1994) , from a sociocultural perspective, state that when learners' performance is self-regulated, i.e. when learners are confident to correct themselves without assistance, incorrect forms may be regarded as slips of the pen. Consequently, if learners are able to correct themselves with the smallest amount of help, such as a minimum attention directed by the teacher to a particular lexical or grammatical issue, it indicates that (a) learners are nearly at the point of self-regulation, and (b) the incorrect forms are almost to be considered as slips of the pen. Learners, in such circumstances, do not require any further feedback from the teacher (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994 Heift (2004) , the most elaborate form of feedback, in that the explanation of the incorrect form is provided without giving the correct answer. Aljaafreh and Lantolf (1994) claim that "feedback is negotiated in the ZPD in terms of the regulatory scale", which provides gradual options in terms of feedback moving from implicit to explicit (p. 471).
In this paper, a mistake in language learners' written texts is defined as any incorrect form a learner could notice and correct either without or with minimum assistance, regardless of whether it is due to a lack in the performance or a slip of the pen occurring during the writing process. In other words, a mistake is an incorrect form that does not necessitate any comments from the teacher, other than the most implicit feedback in the regulatory scale. An error, on the other hand, is defined as any incorrect form requiring more explicit feedback from the teacher. This paper investigates how language learners approximate the target language, depending on taskbased writing activities, and whether they produce errors and/or mistakes in one task but not in another. A preliminary focus on written texts produced by one learner of French (girl), is analysed in order to address the following research question: RQ: Does the learner's performance vary in error types across task-based writing activities with regard to the error/mistake distinction?
After providing an overview of the instruments used to encode the incorrect forms and tag the different part-of-speech categories in the learner's written texts, the difference between errors from mistakes is presented. Aspects of the learner's language variations are investigated through data collected during one academic semester. Ill-formed as well as well-formed grammatical aspects in the texts are considered to analyse language variations in task-based activities. A summary of results are provided and discussed in detail.
METHODOLOGY

Participant and data collection
The data considered in this paper is taken from a larger corpus. This study, however, is limited to the data from only one participant. The student selected, a mature female student, was enrolled in a French language course at an Irish university over a period of one academic semester in 2008. The curriculum of this course covered a project-based approach, which was to describe one typical week at the university from the student's point of view. She was quite eager to learn French by any means other than just the lectures provided by the university. The fact that she submitted 32 texts for correction with a total amount of 2,144 words became the reason for which she was chosen for this preliminary analysis. The text genres submitted were a reflective account of her learning experience, a discussion forum, email correspondence, few wiki texts, one essay, and finally, her written transcription of a speech she recorded. Some of her task-based activities were formally corrected and graded by her teacher as continuous assessment, the others being on a voluntary basis. Each of her written texts, error-encoded and part-of-speech tagged, were extracted from the corpus to investigate intra-learner variability before and after distinguishing between errors and mistakes.
Data encoding
The learner's performance is represented by calculating the ratio of incorrect to correct forms generated. This ratio is determined by counting incorrect forms and part-of-speech tags. For example, if the student wrote 11 adjectives in total in a text and one of these is marked as an incorrect agreement with the noun it qualifies, whereas all the others are marked as correct, the ratio of incorrect to presumable correct forms of noun adjective agreements is 1:10. This gives 90.9% of success in writing this type of concord. To calculate the ratio of incorrect to correct forms, the learner's texts are error-encoded and part-of-speech tagged.
Incorrect form encoding
Written texts have been error-encoded through a web-based application especially built for the purpose of this study. The functioning is based on the software Markin 1 whose design and utilisation are intended to assist language teachers in the marking of students' texts submitted electronically.
While the incorrect form annotation is processed by hand, the processing of the information is fully automated. Each incorrect form is encoded with its error type and feedback is provided to the learner to help correct herself. The scale used in this study is given below:
1. The highlighted incorrect word, or group of words indicates that something is wrong, no further information is provided.
2. The error type is provided for each highlighted incorrect word or group of words, narrowing down the nature of the incorrect form.
3. Detailed explanations about the nature of the incorrect form is given to help the learner find the correct answer, but without providing it.
The correct form is provided.
Each incorrect form is surrounded by stars (corresponding to level 1 in the regulatory scale), and then followed by square brackets which enclose the error type *incorrect form 
Part-of-speech encoding
A part-of-speech tagger is a software which provides for any input text the most likely part-of-speech (PoS) for each word of the input. The tagging tool used in this study is TreeTagger 2 . This software is a language independent part-of-speech tagger for annotating text with part-of-speech and lemma information, available online. The tagging accuracy, according to Schmid (1994) , attains a result of 96.34%. However, after running TreeTagger with the data collected for the purpose of this study, that is, texts written in French exhibiting misspelling, foreign and invented words, the accuracy result obtained is far below 96%.
The tagging accuracy, when processing language learners' ill-formed written productions, was increased by following three sequential steps: (a) identifying lemmas that are unknown to the tagger; 
Discriminating between errors and mistakes
Based on Vygotsky's (1978) double stimulation method, the learners are placed in a situation that is assumed to be above their natural capabilities. As Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991) point out "the subject is put in a structured situation where a problem exists [...] and the subject is provided with active guidance towards the construction of a new means to the end of a solution to the problem"
(cited in Engeström, 2007, p. 364) . In this study, the active guidance is represented by the different levels of assistance provided to the learner, the ultimate goal being the correction of her own texts.
The participant was asked to review her written documents three times before receiving an appropriate alternative to all incorrect forms she produced. The idea was to offer gradual levels of feedback, and to determine the amount of help she required to achieve the ultimate goal, that is, an appropriate performance. For the very first time, the self-editing exercise was performed under supervision, mostly in the event of technical issues, and also for final recommendations before getting started. The main pieces of advice were to not use external help such as assistance of a third party or dictionaries, the aim being to estimate what the learner knew at a particular point in time without and with controlled feedback. Another directive was to limit the time spent on each incorrect form. Either the learner knows for certain -or thinks she knows-how to correct herself and provides an alternative, or the learner has no clue of what might be wrong or how to correct the highlighted form, and leaves it as such.
The next stage refers to the validation of the learner's alternatives of which there are two criteria. The first criterion specifies whether the error type has been resolved and the second one whether the alternative is well-formed. For example, the learner, by providing a replacement, which solves the error type highlighted, might generate another error type. Or, the learner might suggest a correct alternative, which does not solve the error type in any case. While the first criterion validates or invalidates the replacement word as a correct option with regard to the error type, the second criterion labels the learner's proposition as correct for future use.
An incorrect form is assumed to be a mistake if the learner is able to correct herself with minimum assistance, that is when the incorrect form is merely highlighted. Mistakes are likely to be occasional and self-corrected. The learner knows how to correct what she has done wrong (Gass & Selinker, 2008) . Otherwise, if the learner requires more assistance to notice the error type and produce a correct alternative, the incorrect form is considered as an error. This type of incorrect form cannot be selfcorrected without assistance thus reflecting the current knowledge of the learner (Gass & Selinker, 2008) .
Data analysis
The aim of this analysis is to show the difference between the learner's initial performance and the learner's mediated performance, across task-based activities and error types at different points in time.
While the initial performance looks at all incorrect forms without differentiating errors from mistakes, the mediated performance considers only the errors.
The first part explains how both initial and mediated performances are estimated, and how the data was normalised. Then the initial and mediated performance are statistically analysed to determine whether the means of error types between task-based activities are significantly different. The last part of this section looks at learner variability by considering error types over a period of one academic semester, divided into three spans, i.e. October, November and December. Focussing on (a) five agreement error types (noun/adjective, determinant/noun, subject/verb, pronoun/antecedent and past participle) and (b) five selection error types (article type, preposition, tense, mood and connection word), this preliminary study investigates whether errors and/or mistakes are produced in one task but not in another.
Initial performance versus mediated performance
The information drawn from the direct observation in the learner's written productions are used to represent the learner's initial performance. The word initial means that the performance is seen as an unprocessed output, that is the first version of the learner's productions. To represent this learner's initial performance, the ratio of incorrect to correct forms (IncF:CorF) is calculated by counting the number of observed incorrect forms and the number of presumable correct forms. This is estimated by counting the part-of-speech tags related to these incorrect forms. The following formula illustrates the percentage of success in producing correct forms: Table 1 shows the detail of incorrect and correct forms as well as the global percentage of success in producing correct forms for each task-based activity. The student wrote a total of 596 incorrect forms and 4,608 part-of-speech tags that do not carry any learner's error tag. The ratio, on average, of incorrect to correct forms is equal to 1 incorrect form every 7.73 correct forms. Figure 1 is a graphical representation of the learner's initial performance. To represent the different levels of the learner's performances, the learner's initial performance is updated by increasing the percentage of success in achieving a task with the amount of incorrect forms that were successfully corrected by the learner with the different levels of help. Figure 2 shows the percentage of correct alternatives provided by the learner at levels 1, 2 and 3. Level 1 corresponds to the level of minimum help in the regulatory scale, where all incorrect forms are only highlighted.
Level 2 provides the learner with the error type and level 3 gives meta-linguistic feedback on each incorrect form, without giving the correct answer. The amount of mistakes deduced from the amount of incorrect forms constitutes the starting point for investigating learner variability in terms of errors that need attention.
Both initial and mediated performances are illustrated in Figure 3 . The largest concentric level represents the percentage of success taking into account only errors, whereas the smallest concentric curve displays the initial performance, therefore including errors and mistakes. Figure 3 Learner's performance taking into account presumable mistakes
Initial and mediated performances across task-based activities
One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) is used to determine whether the mean difference between task-based activities is to be considered as significant enough for further analysis. The test requires (a) a dependent variable, which is the percentage of success calculated for the initial and mediated performance, and (b) a factor, which corresponds to the task category. The first analysis examines the impact of all error types taken together as a whole on task-based activities, for both initial and mediated performances. Results of the analysis are presented in Table 2   Table 2 Significance value for both initial and mediated performances A small significance value (sig<.05) would indicate group differences. In that case, a sig value, for initial and mediated performances, of .955 and of .873, respectively proves that the assumption of all variances being equal between tasks is corroborated. The analysis is further broken down by investigating all pairwise comparisons of the group means. For example the group forum is compared to the group reflection, and to the group email, and so on, and then the group reflection is compared to the group forum, and to the group email, and so forth. The post hoc analysis showed that the differences between all pairwise comparisons were not significant enough to be taken into account.
The next analysis examines the impact of selection and agreement error types as main categories on task-based activities. The selection category includes error types such as inappropriate connection word choice, incorrect article type or preposition. The agreement category groups error types such as incorrect agreements between a noun and its determiner or a subject and its verb. While looking at selection or agreement error categories, the one-way analysis of variance shows no significant differences between tasks, taking the time parameter into account or not.
The following section compares the learner's initial performance with the learner's mediated performance, taking all tasks in one group, and investigates the errors/mistakes distinction in selection, and agreement error types.
Comparing the variability of the learner's initial and mediated performance across error types
The variation of both initial and mediated performances is estimated through a relatively short period of time, Time 1 corresponding to the data collected during October, Time 2 November and Time 3
December. The error types considered are first selection types and then agreement types. The graphical representation displayed in Figure 4 illustrates the observation of the learner's initial and mediated performances at several points in time. The error types considered are article type, preposition, tense, mood and connection word. It falls down in Time 2 and rises again in Time 3. The reason for this is due to the learners' attempt of trying other grammatical constructions. Indeed, she wrote more instances of conjugated verbs which should be followed by infinitive form, without mastering them in all circumstances. The learner tends to use the indicative mood instead of the infinitive in some occasions: e.g. "je voudrais vous *rencontre/I would like to meet you", whereas a correct alternative would be "je voudrais vous rencontrer". In this example, she used the indicative present for the second verb rather than the infinitive. This incorrect form, as one could argue, is not merely a misspelling or a single letter missing due to fast typing. The fact that she was thinking indicative present rather than infinitive has been ascertained during extra one-to-one classes.
The second data analysis, displayed in Figure 5 , considers agreement error types, that is noun/adjective (agrNA), determinant/noun (agrDN), subject/verb (agrSV), pronoun/antecedent (agrPA) and past participle agreements (agrPP). error type, the tendency for mediated performance with the exception of past participle agreement, is that the learner relatively mastered all forms of agreement well. She knows how to perform grammar agreements between words, in gender and person. She was able to correct herself almost every time with minimum assistance, which implies that she does not require any further expertise from the teacher when incorrect forms are related to agreement error types. The past participle agreement figure, however, plummeting from November to December, indicates that she was able, up to October, to make proper past participle agreement. This increasing and then decreasing of the learner's mediated performance provides an example of the language learning process not being linear. The learner seems to master a grammatical feature by properly applying the rules and then, while the level of difficulty has not evolved, she seems to be confused and unable to correct herself with minimum assistance. Looking closer at the data, it is clear that the learner provided correct alternatives when the past participle was employed with the auxiliary être (to be) at level 2 or 3, that is with the error type or meta-linguistic feedback provided. However, she was unable to write correct alternatives in the case of past participle employed with the auxiliary avoir (to have). This narrows down the circumstances of the linguistic weakness and the amount of assistance required. Tarone and Parrish (1988) note that language learners' accuracy in their written texts does vary depending on the task to be performed. Language learners do produce incorrect forms, i.e errors and mistakes taken together in one task, whereas they do not in another. For instance, Tarone (1985) demonstrates that the use of six target language forms, such as feminine gender on pronouns or the noun plural -s, by language learners at a single point in time shows systematic variability in accordance with the task type. Systematic variability refers to variation that can be explained and predicted, as opposed to non-systematic variation or free variation which cannot be predicted and seems to happen without method. The data analysed and presented shows that language learning may have linear as well as non-linear patterns over time. Heift (2008) , in considering learner variability from a computer assisted language learning point of view, explicates that her analyses "emphasise the dynamic and non-linear process of language learning" (p. 318). Looking at the initial performance,
DISCUSSION
i.e. errors and mistakes taken together, the analysis reveals periods of progress and regress, or regress and progress. However, the mediated performance smooths the learner variability curve, attesting of a more linear progression for some error types.
One may argue that correct alternatives obtained at level 1 in the regulatory scale, i.e. with minimum help, could be lucky guesses. For example, if the learner produced correct alternatives at level one but not at level 2 and 3, the interpretation may be twofold. Firstly, the student knows the answer, which leaves two possible interpretations: (a) she does not understand the feedback provided, either the error type or the meta-linguistic feedback, or (b) the feedback is harmful to some extent, destabilising her knowledge. Secondly, the learner does not know the answer and the alternative provided is a lucky guess. Taking guesses as valid alternatives will certainly lead to a false conclusion in terms of mediated performance, yet, lucky guesses were not taken into consideration in this study. The main reason for not considering them as decisive in this analysis was supported by the fact that if the learner knew what could be wrong at level 1, when the incorrect form was highlighted, she almost always gave correct alternatives at level 2 and 3. For this reason, correct alternatives were not considered as lucky guesses.
The data analysis shows that, for this particular student, the differences between task-based activities were not statistically significant to be taken into consideration. One possible explanation may be due to the high motivation of this learner. She is eager to learn French and tries her best in every situation, paying careful attention in email as well as in graded written tests.
From a pedagogical point of view, language variability across past and present assignments should be identified in order to ascertain the learner's ability in using the language. The mediated performance
can help establish what the learner is able to do now with minimum assistance, and predict what she will be able to do on her own at some point in time. Lantolf and Thorne (2007) Failure to establish the learner's actual level of development may result in ineffective feedback. In other words, an appropriate mediation will enable learners to exceed their performance (Poehner, 2007) .
CONCLUSION
This preliminary study investigated intra-learner variability in terms of selection and agreement error types across several task-based activities over a period of one academic semester. This case study approach involved the participation of one mature student of French language in her first year at university level. After demonstrating how the initial and mediated performances were normalised, that is, by counting the correct forms as well as the incorrect forms the learner had written in her texts depending on the level of assistance required to correct herself, this paper investigated whether her performance varied across task types with regard to the error/mistake distinction. The analysis showed that the differences between the various activities were not considered as statistically significant when analysing mean variances. Either looking at the effect of all error types taken together as a whole on task-based activities or in groups -selection and agreement categories-, or investigating all pairwise comparisons of the group task, or splitting the data according to the timeline, ANOVA shows no significant differences between tasks for this participant. One possible explanation may be due to the learner's level of carefulness when writing in French, paying attention to grammatical and lexical features in all types of documents.
The second analysis investigated learner variability in both initial and mediated performances in terms of agreement and selection errors. While the initial performance corresponds to the learner's performance without distinguishing between errors and mistakes, therefore looking at all incorrect forms taken together, the mediated performance on the other hand, only considers errors, disregarding incorrect forms that were corrected with minimum help. The data analysis of the initial performance showed periods of regress and progress depending on the error types. More specifically, the initial performance tended to be weakened in November (Time 2) in almost all the error types considered in this study. The mediated performance, however, revealed linear as well as non-linear progressions for some error types. After formally discussing this drop in the initial performance with the participant herself, she says that a member of her family died during the same period. We cannot be sure for certain the reason why the performance decreased at a specific point in time, but a deceased in the family seems to be more than a plausible reason for this.
Looking at what the learner is able to self-edit with minimum help, that is when being nearly at the point of producing the correct form without any assistance, provides more predictable progression curves despite the apparent dynamic nature of the cognitive development. At surface level, the learner confused some words with others, such as prepositions or connectives, but the level of assistance required to correct most of them did not go over level 1, that is, minimum help. While results need to be interpreted with caution, as the analysis reflects the data of only one single participant over a relative short period of time, further investigating what learners can successfully perform with minimum expert guidance could provide a more comprehensive insight into learner variability.
Further analyses will be required to corroborate these findings, which infers other participants and a wider range of error types to be investigated over a longer time span.
